BORN ON THIRD BASE

by 

James T. Wrich

Presented at 

The 27th EAPA Annual Conference

Las Vegas, Nevada

November 10, 1998

BORN ON THIRD BASE by Jim Wrich
An old friend commented that I have done well considering my beginnings and some of the obstacles along the way. He cited the infant foster homes, teen on-set alcoholism, and public schools where there was no homework or final exams unless you missed more than ten days. College was a rarity in our family and for me reading is still a chore. My parents dreamed that I would some day work in the brewery with my father and play the accordion on Saturday nights at Polish weddings, hopefully so well that our Italian neighbors would be jealous. My people were lower middle class blue collar folks, most of whom had not finished high school. Survival was their preoccupation and it defined the parameters of their lives. A steady job, frugality and support of family and church were the requisites of life.  

Although sincere, my friend wasn’t so much complimenting me as trying to make a point that anyone who works long enough and hard enough can be successful in America. He argued that my background was not the usual prescription for success. “If you could do it, why can’t a Black person or other minority -- you didn’t start out that much better.”  It should be noted that his own road to adulthood wasn’t easy. Living with a mother embittered by divorce that left her with an insatiable ambition for him to succeed, he was the designated “future star” in the family. His own alcoholism undermined both his dreams and hers, heaping self abuse on top of the childhood pain inflicted by the sexual abuse of his siblings. Yet, he became a very successful marketing executive for a large international company and gives a great deal of time and effort to help others. 

Over the years, I have heard variations of his argument many times. In believing that there is an equal playing field for all races and genders in this country, it fails to recognize the importance of the one indispensable asset which more than any other paved the way for my friend and me -- White Male Privilege. Along with most of my White brothers, I was born on third base in the ball game of opportunity while sixty percent of the population has to fight like hell to even get into the ball park. Whether times were good or bad, my gender and skin pigment made everything easier for me than for my sisters of all descriptions and my brothers of color. And being tall didn’t hurt, either. Without these characteristics, little that I have achieved would have been possible. Especially in the workplace.  

We all love the Horatio Alger stories replete with down-and-outers who bootstrapped their way to success against all odds. I am no exception, especially when someone features me in the heroic, underdog role. There is always the temptation to buy into arguments such as those advanced by my friend. The trouble with most of these stories is that they frequently romanticize the hero’s plight and exaggerate his individual effort while overlooking the most important ingredients to success in our society: white skin, willing mentors, and male gender. While inspiring, the stories also have a down side. They nourish a spirit of self-aggrandizing, self-centered individualism, especially among those who are fortunate. Too often this fosters an attitude of disdain towards those who struggle that is heard whenever a sentence begins with, “Why don’t they just ...”  It feeds a  palpable strain of racism and sexism that manifests itself on and off the job in hundreds of ways, large and small. It widens economic imbalances as it contaminates our values, distorts our perceptions about how we succeed, and molds our socio-economic system.  

To get an idea of the importance of White Male Privilege, I have tried to imagine what it would be like to be a minority or a woman striving for success. Since success in America is largely measured in economic terms, it seems logical to start with a review of some of the major areas that influence financial well-being of American citizens, segmenting them by race and gender. Friends on the Committee on Ethnic and Cultural Diversity of the Northern Illinois EAPA chapter -- particularly Chris Smith and Karen Pinkney – 
along with organizations such as the Chicago Urban League, the Latino Institute, Northern Illinois University, the U.S. Justice Department, the U.S. Census Bureau, and the Chicago Tribune have all been

generous in their assistance in providing pieces of the overall picture sketched in this essay. While much of my information pertains to the Chicago area, the experience of many minority and female friends from other locales indicates that the socio-economics of being a minority or woman virtually anywhere in this country are fraught with bigotry.

First, let’s look at what we mean by “financial success” and how it defines the “American Dream”. We are not talking here about millionaire or billionaire status and the embarrassing gluttony for materialism featured in shows such as “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous”. Our role models are not the Warren Buffets and Bill Gateses of the world. For our purpose success simply means that ordinary citizens earn enough money to take care of their personal and family’s basic needs -- home ownership, food, clothing, educating the children, and retirement -- with some left over to be generous to others. Traditionally, if there was also enough money to allow quality time with  loved ones -- learning, teaching, nurturing -- and if the succeeding generation was better-off financially and emotionally, most middle class people thought they were living the  “American Dream.”  The “American Dream” has never meant mere random luck. It’s not the Lotto. For those willing to strive, it presumed an opportunity in crucial areas that play an essential role in determining whether or not one is financially successful: education, an adequate job, home ownership, and insurance.   

EDUCATION.  In 1956 a graduate from my high school in St. Paul who was at the lower end of the class could get a job at 3M, Hamm’s Brewery, Whirlpool, the railroad, the Post Office or the stockyards. These jobs provided enough income to support a family, buy a home, educate the kids, and retire in dignity. A “hospitalization” policy at work, often negotiated by a union, covered most of the expense of sickness or injury. In contrast, today a high school education alone will not cut it and anything less leaves virtually no hope at all for financial success.

Unfortunately, in my own city and around the country race plays an important role in whether or not a child achieves this minimum educational prerequisite. In 1990 the high school completion rates in the Chicago area by race were as follows:

                    GREATER CHICAGO

                 METROPOLITAN AREA
______________________________________

                                         High School

     Race                         Completion Rate

    Asian American                83.6%

    White                                82.8%

    African American             66.0%

    Latino                               43.9%

Looking at these statistics from another perspective, Black kids in the Chicago Metropolitan area have twice the drop-out rate of White kids, and Latino kids are more than three times as likely to not finish high school. 

INCOME.   Without an adequate education there is little hope of getting a job that pays a living wage, even without other prejudicial factors affecting employment opportunity. Having any job at all correlates closely with education level. In 1990 unemployment rates by race in the Chicago area were as follows: 

                      GREATER CHICAGO

                     METROPOLITAN AREA

                   Race                           Unemployment

                                                               Rate  

             White                                        3.8%

             Asian American                        4.8%

             Latino                                      10.3% 

            African American               17.2%

Interestingly, the high school drop-out rate for Asian Americans is lower than for Whites but unemployment is 26 percent higher.   Compared to Whites, unemployment is 5 to 6 times greater for African Americans and 2 to 3 times higher for Latinos.

Naturally these factors affect earning power, but the numbers reveal something even more pernicious. There is a dramatic difference in a critical area that plays directly on a person’s outlook on life and their hope for the future -- the opportunity to improve one’s plight.  Large income disparities by race have been reported as far back as studies have been conducted. But much more troubling is that the rate of improvement since 1970 is dramatically lower for non-white citizens.  The median annual family income for African Americans rose only $1298 (5.3%) in the twenty year period from 1970 to 1990 and $2085 (7.8%) for Latinos versus $10,019 (25.7%) for White families. Considering that these minority groups started with only 63 and 69 percent respectively of what White families earned, the past twenty years have been an economic disaster for many Black and Latino families. They have been left with about half the annual family income of Whites. While Asian American families fared better, progress has still been slow. In 1970 Asian American family income was 85 percent of White family income versus 90 percent in 1990.  Twenty years to close the gap 5 points is a snail’s pace.  

                       METROPOLITAN CHICAGO AREA 

   RACE                           YEAR       INCOME     % INCREASE

   White                                 1970         $39,029               N/A

                                             1980         $45,254             16.0%

                                             1990         $49,048             25.7%

   African American              1970         $24,551                N/A

                                             1980         $24,929               1.5%

                                             1990         $25,849               5.3%

   Latino                                1970         $26,754                 N/A

                                             1980          $29,183                10.9%

                                             1990          $28,839                 7.8%
It is tempting to jump to the conclusion that solving the education problem would remedy the income disparities. This notion is dispelled when reviewing income levels of minorities and women versus White males when education levels are comparable. U.S Census data (1990) comparing White and African American males age 25 and older with Bachelors degrees indicate a $9350 per year disparity. For those in sales, a career path traditionally touted as yielding greater rewards for individual effort, the gap is even wider at $16,580.  Over a 30 year career, at 7 percent compound interest the difference computes to $1,207,869 less for Black college grads in general and $2,141,868 for those in the sales profession. Since income shortages often lead to debt which bears much higher interest rates these estimates are probably low. Except for the shorter life expectancy of Black males, the thirty year span itself is also conservative. 

Comparable disparities exist between women and White men age 25 and older with bachelor’s degrees.  White women earn $13,170 less per year than their White male counterparts and Black women earn $15,560 less. Over the same thirty-year career span this represents a difference of $1,701,404 for White women and $2,010,099 for Black women, again using a 7 percent compound interest factor.  

While the implications for the children of these wage earners are obvious, particularly for those in single parent families, the effect on the National economy is stunning. The increased earning power and the related demand for goods and services that would result if incomes for women and Black men were equal to that of White men would be comparable to opening up a new, untapped market worth upwards of $1 trillion annually. Distributed fairly, every segment of society would benefit, particularly White middle class males. 

HOME OWNERSHIP.  Traditionally, home ownership with equity appreciation driven largely by inflation rates of 4 to 5 percent has been the major source of capital formation for most middle class Americans. A twenty-year mortgage with a low down payment gave people like me an opportunity to develop enough equity to help the kids through college and accumulate a nest egg for the later years. But here too, there is a vast difference in opportunity between White males versus minorities and women. 

When it comes to home ownership, studies have demonstrated outright deliberate patterns of racial and gender discrimination in a number of crucial areas. It often starts with advertising. Three blocks from my home, in a ward where only 40 percent of the residents are White, a new high-rise apartment complex ran a series of ads in which all the identifiable people shown were white.  One of the ads even showed a billboard promoting a play being staged locally called “Do the White Thing”. That the play actually decried racism was known only to those few minorities who had seen it. 

When the advertising isn’t biased, the lending practices frequently are. Just as studies have repeatedly shown discrimination in renting apartments, getting money to buy a home is also fraught with race and gender bias. The U.S. Justice department investigated lending practices in various locales. It found that in a Long Island sample of 100,000 loan applications Blacks were rejected three times as often as Whites even though their income was the same. Some of this can be attributed to technicalities arising from loan application processes that can be cumbersome for anyone. But when lenders lead White male applicants by the hand through the maze, as they have me, while leaving minorities and females to fend for themselves and then deny them loans, racism and sexism are the only plausible explanations for the denial and White male privilege the only logical explanation for the extra help given to White Guys like me. 

Compounding the matter, lending institutions “red-line” certain communities, meaning loans are simply unavailable.  Coupled with documented discriminatory practices of realtors who avoid showing homes in predominantly white areas to minorities, non-male/non-white home-buyers can get shut out completely.  
Studies have shown other patterns of discrimination: the assignment of closing costs -- as much as 25 points for a minority versus the customary 2 to five points; the manner in which income is calculated -- no credit for over-time or a second job for minorities although White applicants, including me, are frequently 
given enough credit for both to get a mortgage; and discrimination in how personal debt is factored into credit-worthiness formulas. 

But, even if a Black or Latino citizen overcomes the two to three fold greater high school drop-out rate to go on and complete college, scrimps and saves to overcome the $1.2 to $2.1 million career income disparity, gets through the racist advertising and the red-lining, and then pays the exorbitant closing points, they can still get tripped up by one more hurdle when trying to buy a home. 

Lenders will not approve loans if the property is not covered by homeowners insurance. In Chicago Latino testers posing as home buyers found discrimination 95 percent of the time. Black testers in Milwaukee reported a 60 percent discrimination rate. The National Fair Housing Alliance found distinct patterns of discrimination in other cities such as Atlanta and Louisville. Insurance carriers that have been cited as engaging in discriminatory practices by the Alliance include All State, State Farm, American Family and Nationwide. Having bought three homes, there was never a question about my getting homeowner’s insurance -- it was an automatic part of the transaction. What is more, over a forty year span I cannot cite a single instance when it was a problem for any of my White relatives or friends. 

LIFE INSURANCE. I have always believed in Life insurance. At my lowest economic ebb, I felt that at least my family would be secure financially if I died because of my life insurance policy. Years ago I sold life and health insurance, in the process going against the marketing tide of most large life companies by selling to minorities in the ghettos of St. Paul and Minneapolis. Naively, I believed that if all Black heads of household had had a $10,000 Whole Life policy one generation prior, poverty in the Black community could have been largely reduced. At the time, I did not know about all the other factors discussed here much less imagine they would persist three decades later.  

Over the years life insurance companies have fine-tuned underwriting practices to reduce risk. Women have always had lower rates because of longer life expectancy, but greater difficulty getting large amounts of coverage because they earned less. Non-smokers paid lower premiums while those in dangerous jobs or with histories of serious medical problems paid more. Most people consider these criteria to be fair, but going beyond them may not be. The more the underwriting is conducted on a discrete basis, the more those most needing coverage will be denied it. Factoring in any form of genetic testing could exacerbate the situation. Moreover, some denial of coverage has not been based on individual applicant risk, as many gay men and some single straight men living close to a gay community can attest. When it came to race, however, the discriminatory process could be less sophisticated and far easier to execute without fear of being accused of racism. 

I was never told not to sell to Blacks but I was told that I should seek economically “better qualified” prospects. Not for the company’s sake, mind you, but because I would sell larger policies, make more money and be in a better position to provide for my own family. Such de facto discrimination goes back more than 60 years. In the old days when salesmen knocked on doors to collect weekly and monthly premiums, Black and Latino areas were largely excluded. Later, when these door to door debit salesmen were eliminated, Black life insurance salesmen in major life companies were practically non-existent. Since virtually all new sales recruits were encouraged to sell to their friends and families, few opportunities for coverage were afforded African Americans or other minorities. Today life insurance is available to minorities, much of which is sold through companies catering specifically to them. But the premiums are often higher, meaning less coverage for the money, which in turn means lower benefits to 
beneficiaries. In trying to leave a financial legacy for their children, except in rare instances the million dollar disparity in life time earnings for women and minorities cannot be off-set at the end of life with a large insurance policy. 

STRIPPING OF STATUS.  Remarkably, some Black men and other minorities as well as women still excel economically. But, for those who do, success still does not mean they will be given the same respect as their White male counterparts.  An incident described in Ellis Close’s book “The Rage of a Privileged Class” and reported by William Raspberry, tells volumes about the plight of minorities and their hopes for their children even when they are highly successful by contemporary White American standards. 
The story is about a successful Black lawyer, a bona fide rainmaker--a prodigious generator of billings for his firm. He came to work early one morning before the receptionists had arrived and shared the elevator with a young White associate -- a subordinate -- who worked at the same firm. As he took out his key card and started toward the locked office doors, the young man blocked his way and asked, “May I help you?”  The rainmaker shook his head and attempted to walk around the young man who again blocked his path and asked in a louder, colder tone, “May I help you?”  When the better dressed, older man firmly identified himself as a partner the self-appointed palace guard stepped aside. 

I have worked at the high end of American business enterprises, large and small. Practically everyone knows, almost immediately, by dress, age, bearing and the floor on which people work, who is at the top of the organizational ladder. The only conceivable explanation for a young upstart thinking he could check out the rainmaker was skin color. Such lack of respect occurs every day, whether it is a sales clerk favoring White customers who rudely go to the head of the line, my Black friends feeling compelled to dress up to go to the grocery store so they won’t be mistaken for a shop lifter, or a female Asian American colleague who when attempting to buy a car was told by the sales manager to come back with her father or husband.  Many of my Jewish friends who have experienced the type of indignity as Close’s Black rainmaker believe that it makes no difference how successful they are, mainstream society will not really accept them. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE WORK PLACE AND EAPs. EAP work teaches that virtually no bad personal experience is left at the doorstep of a work site when people go to their jobs. Everything described here, and more, affects the victims while at work. I am struck by the anger and sense of hopelessness I personally felt when researching this issue and reading my own words. But there is a difference. When I finish this article and leave the office in my White skin and people make way for me as I pass, my White mind will drift to other matters.  It is compelled to because in the course of my recovery from alcoholism I have learned well the lesson that resentment can kill its host.  I can hardly imagine the difficulty my brothers of color and all my sisters experience trying to live on the horns of such a dilemma. If they minimize the reality through denial and aversion, they give the perpetrators of prejudice a free pass. On the other hand if they speak out they run the risk of being punished and ultimately consumed by the hatred such abuse can engender. And it all happens at work.

Warren Benus, the guru on leadership studies, sums up my concerns for EAPs that serve culturally diverse workforces. Benus says: 

                                                “Content without context is pretext.” 

EAP professionals may be skilled diagnosticians with years of training and experience. They may have memorized the DSM IV and referred thousands of people in need to find help for their problems. But if 
they do not understand the workplace implications of the day to day racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, homophobia and all the other insidious forms of hatred and unfairness faced by women and minorities, 
they run the risk of misinterpreting the presenting issues and the real needs of the people they want to serve.  Of particular concern to me is the not-uncommon superficiality of diagnostic procedures based on presenting issues. Even in non-diverse work forces the program audits our firm has conducted indicate over-use of such diagnoses as Adult Adjustment Reaction, Dysthymia, and certain V-Codes.  Combined with high incidence comorbid Major Depressive Episode and Anxiety disorders, which truly are widespread both in our audit findings and in major national prevalence studies, my uneasiness grows because they so often mask other problems. 

As a non-clinician but longtime EAP manager and consultant who believes that our field’s success depends upon getting people the right care the first time at a reasonable cost, I worry. I worry that victims of a lifetime of discrimination could easily be misdiagnosed, their problems inappropriately addressed, especially in programs that may already be mislabeling people. 

Sometimes a little imagination can be helpful. Think of a Black man who, aside from daily slights and insults, over a period of two years paid more for an automobile, was routinely stopped by local police for no reason other than driving through a white neighborhood, was turned down for a mortgage any white man would have been approved for, and just this morning heard a racially insensitive remark in the elevator on his way to his work station.  When he learns later in the day that his boss has passed him over for a promotion in favor of a less experienced white male, he is livid and goes to the EAP. 
So, what is his problem? Is he really suffering from an anger management issue or an adult adjustment disorder?  When he has difficulty sharing the details of these experiences because of the pain of reliving them, is he really in a state of denial, or uncooperative, or difficult? How about the minority single mother, barely making ends meet, who is being sexually harassed at work but will not take the risk of complaining for fear she will either not be believed or ultimately lose her job. So she remains silent about it when she goes to the EAP to learn how to cope with a troubled child. Presenting symptoms aside, is she really depressed? Does she really need counseling for an affective disorder? Are medications the answer?  We all know that a diagnoses does not have to be categorically incorrect to do damage -- it just needs to be incomplete. But are we sufficiently aware of the many ways the true picture of one’s situation can be obscured by failing to recognize the unique patterns of comorbidity that can plague minorities and women.

It seems to me that there are some major questions to be answered. How can we effectively work with someone whose spiritual resources are depleted due to lost hope arising from the realities of their life when these realities are in fact a societal malady, not a personal disorder?  How do we differentiate between the two? How do we treat? On the other hand how do we assure that the societal injustices do not mask other problems, such as addictions or depression? While women and minorities may search in vain for equity in other areas of the workplace, at least they should be afforded a fair chance of getting the right kind of professional response when coming into our EAPs. In audits of both EAPs and managed behavioral care programs we have seen an alarming and all too common tendency to react to the presenting issue, overlook what is really beneath it, and limit care. Unacceptable clinical practice for any client, this mistake can be devastating to minorities and women who have been victims of discrimination. 

NOW WHAT.  The bottom line is that working is primarily about earning a living. But, regardless of how well a woman or minority does their job, it may not translate into even the modest standard of financial success. The fear, cynicism, rage and depression that can emanate from hopelessness produced by an unfair society can defy typical clinical definitions and responses, as well as program structures and outreach efforts produced largely by White male professionals. As one such myself, I can say that because of White male privilege, my life has been completely different than those of my sisters, brothers of color 
and other minorities. All systems, including EAPs, were largely created with people like me in mind. Generally, there was encouragement to overcome problems and praise for doing so, not disdain for having them to begin with. We tended to be viewed as moderately heroic, not blameworthy. 

Working with our sisters and brothers of color, the time is long over due for my White brothers and me to put forth a serious, concerted effort to change this -- not only in our professional lives, our communities and personal lives, but especially with regard to what is in our own hearts. If we don’t, the unfairness will never subside. 

Generally, EAPs have the credibility to launch this undertaking in the work place. That it will not be easy is nothing new to those of us who have worked in this field for years.  But its importance cannot be overstated. I believe the issue of diversity is at least as important as was the field’s struggle to move from an alcoholism only focus to a broad brush approach without loosing sight of addictions in the process. Effectively addressing and embracing diversity is as important, if not more so, than winning the war to secure adequate treatment coverage in our benefit plans. Fighting for those whom the mainstream would leave out was what this field was founded on when it addressed employee alcoholism thirty years ago. As EAP professionals we help to create the contemporary Horatio Algers. It is part of who and what we are -- it gives meaning and purpose to our lives. It makes our professional and personal struggles worthwhile.  

If we accept this challenge, daunting as it may seem, all of us, not just the victims, will prosper. We will benefit spiritually through the integrity that comes from behavior that is consistent with what our consciences tell us is right. We will benefit emotionally because we will no longer have to fear the inevitable backlash which hatred and abuse beget. And, we will benefit financially as economic justice increases the size of the market in general and our own personal prosperity. We can recapture some of the spirit that drove our field years ago as our profession once again provides us with a personal mission, rather than just a job laden with stress. 

We can do it. We need to begin now. 

                                                                                                                                                               END.
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